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THE ESCAPE
|LD MAN HERNS, the lifer and Chicago

Jim, the best safe-cracker east of the Mis-

issippi, lay panting side by side in the pitch

dark tunnel, six feet beneath the surface of

the prison yard. They were situated twenty feet

south of the north wall and therefore about thirty

feet south of the sidewalk that skirted the wall.

It had taken the two seven months and twehty-

five days to complete the tunnel. A tool house hid

the entrance from the observation of the guard, who
was always stationed on the north wall.

A few minutes before the story begins, on Au-
gust seventeenth, a third convict had dropped the

boards over the hole into which Old Man Herns, the

lifer, and Chicago Jim, had crawled. This convict

then frantically kicked dirt over the boards to

make sure that nothing could be seen of the hole.

Dirt trickled down on the old man's head. But
something far more important was in the minds of

both. How soon before Harrington, the prison

guard, whom they knew to be lying dead in the alley

between the foundry and the tool house would be

found? Harrington and Old Man Herns had been

friends, but he had become an obstacle and so had
been removed with dispatch.

For the second time Herns had killed a man and

God knew he hadn't intended to do it either time.

He rubbed his right hand in the dirt and held it be-

fore his eyes in the blackness. He knew that the

moisture on it was Harrington's blood. The iron

pipe in Herns' hands had struck Harrington on the

head just once, but once was enough.

The old man burst into hiccoughing sobs. The
younger convict punched him savagely and swore in

muffled tones. This time he would surely get the

chair,—if they got him. Herns would never give

himself up now. To crawl out would mean one

thing,—the chair!

In all his ten years behind the walls the vision of

the chair had terrorized him. He had been in the

prison hospital suffering from chair shock. His
hands had never ceased to quiver. And now he was
a murderer for the second time. In the blackness he

stretched out his hand and ran it over a stack of tin

cans. Chicago Jim had been mighty clever ; enough
food to last perhaps two weeks. Jim had worked in

the commissary. He had also provided matches.

candles, and even a flashlight. And he had smuggled
in a huge can of water half the size of an ash can.

The old man never thought of disobeying the

prison rules until Chicago Jim had told him about

the long-forgotten sewer conduit. The old man's
teeth chattered. Jim tugged at his sleeve. That
meant get busy with the pick. As he picked away at

the damp earth he could see in the pitch darkness

the dirty sheet of paper now in Chicago Jim's

pocket. It was a tracing made by a discharged con-

vict and passed on to Jim. It was the diagram of

the sewer conduit in use. It ran from the prison

building right down across the yard, six feet under
ground, and out under the north wall. The tunnel

or conduit was four feet high and four feet wide.

"We're only a couple feet from that old conduit

right now. Dig, you son of a gun, dig! Can the

snuffin'. You dig, and then I'll dig."

They were saving their matches and candles

against necessity. The old man continued to chop

and hack at the wall of earth in front of him. Now
and then they encountered bricks and stones. Chi-

cago Jim rejoiced at these signs. For the old man,
every falling clod of earth seemed to bring him
closer to freedom.

Suddenly his pick met an obstacle. He struck

at it desperately. The pick was buried to the handle.

He strained and tugged. It gave slightly. An odor

of moldy air filled his nostrils. He heard something

fall. Then he knew! There was a hollow place in

front of them. The abandoned, conduit ! He stifled

a shout.

Some time later the prison siren shrieked out to

the countryside the news of the escape. What time

it was,—whether night or day, or what day, neither

Jim nor the old man knew. They had slept and Jim
had forgotten to wind his watch. Had one week or

two passed? All their matches and candles had been

exhausted looking for an exit and now total dark-

ness enveloped them. The conduit was blocked by

earth at one end and by a brick wall at the other.

Only a few tin cans remained and the water was
now nearly gone.
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The old man had grown to loath his accomplice. He
made up his mind that Jim was intending to desert

him,—the next time he should fall asleep, perhaps he

would kill him. The next time Jim dozed off he would

crawl back through the aperture in the conduit and


